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Motivations for Psychoactive Drug Use Among Students

Joel ;;;. Goldstein

Abstract

Drug usage is a complex behavior with multiple causes. Motivational

causal analysis is useful in specifying who within a given demographic cate-

gory is most likely to engage in this behavior. In the past, however, per-

sonality analyses of usage motivation and causation have often been used to

stigmatize users and to deprecate their usage. Studies comparing degree of

usage of a given drug and personality scales show impressive similarity of

findings. The similarity of personality profiles of users of a wide variety

of drugs with each other is also impressive and only recently has attracted

the attention of investigatofs. FDr example, teenage cigarette smokers, col-

lege student marijuana users, college student amphetamine users, college

student drinkers, and Haight-Ashbury multiple drug users all score lower than

nonusers of these drugs on scales assessing satisfaction with self and higher

on scales assessing flexibility. Detailed data on amphetamine, marij'uana and

hard liquor us by a univer3ity freshman class (N=752), tested during their

first days at college, was obtained as part of a major all-university drug

stucly. Comparsons of s'.:07r3s and scale configurations on the California

Psychological Inventory on the Allport-Vernon-Lindzey Study of Values

reveal substantial agreepent in the pattem of user-nonuser differences for

all three substances.

Rather than label d-r.ug-taking behavior as "pathological" it is suggested

that a value-free model approach and avoidance forces be used to better

clarify the relationshiy 'oetween the various usage correlates discovered to

date. Such an approach ins the additional virtue of helping to prevent the

exacerbation of personal and social difficulties (the "drug problem problem")

which sometimes accompany efforts to combat drug usage. Labeling

adherants of deviate behavioi as pathological often is disguised circular

reasoning; further, it increases the likelihood that they will be treated

unjustly while not advancing unde.standing of causation or, where needed,

treatpent. To lessen the problems of drug abuse we must separate it from

drug use by criteria based upon deleterious effects, not merely on unautho-

rized use, and when we do this we find that the amount of drug abuse which

exists is but a small fraction of even illicit use. Motivational analyses

which distinguish between users and abusers are now needed to guide therapy

with abusers and to help us in understanding the relationships between

innocuous and deleterious use.

Invited address delivered at the symposium, "Drugs and Society," Annual

Meeting of the Eastern Psychological Association, April 15, 1971, New York,

New York.

Author's address: Department of Psychology, Carnegie-Mellon University,
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Motivations for Psychoactive Drug Use Among Students

Joel W. Goldstein

Eastern Psychological Association, Symposium: Drugs and Society,

April 15, 1971, New York City

Drug use is a behavior with causes at many levels of molarity, ranging

from historical-cultural socialization of usage to genetic predispositions.

Past explanations of specific episodes of drug use have tended to concentrate

on a few explanatory variables, usually at the same moderate level of molarity.

The upsurge in psychoactive drug usage in the United States has lead to re-

search which adhered to this i_attern of explanation at first, but which is

now displaying increasing sophistication. The first reaction to greatly in-

creased usage among youth was to conduct surveys:aMang, in effeCt, 'How many

people are taking these illegal drugs?" This was followed by surveys asking,

"Who is taking what?" Currently, research is expanding into more sophisticated

analyses of causation. Personality studies have been a favorite of psycholo-

gists. As certain forms of usage become more prevalent, relationships with

person91ity variables can be expected to weaken, and explanatory mechanisms

drawn from the study of collective behavior will become increasingly relevant.

What continuing role, then, for personality variables in understanding

widespread drug use? Several possibilities exist. As the extent of usage

increases, personality variables may still be of interest in delineating user-

4

nonuser differences; however, the nonuser may become of primary interest.

This situation exists in some studies of alcohol usage. Further, we would

expect to continue to find that degree and type of usage would still be reL.

lated to these variables, with extreme patterns being most readily identifi-

able. It is extremely frequent use, and use of the more potent drugs, Wok&

arouses greatest public concern, of course. 3
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Our consumption of motivational analyses should be especially cautious

because drug usage is perceived with ideological cnertones which are not

always recognized. The problem of the investigator here-exceeds. 'consider--

ably what has become ^--mal concern for experimenter bias. Drug usage has

strong attitudinal colaates. The early and pervasive socialization of these

attitudes makes it especially difficult for him to avoid premature conclu-

sions in evaluating the meaning of (1.-ag use behavior. Drug use comes in many

types, but all of them have their adherents and their detractors who, in turn,

have built up elaborate cognitive rationales for their behaviors and their

beliefs. Indeed, one theory of social psychology suggests that involvement

with a new behavior iZself leads one to change his attitudes about that be-

havior (Bem, 1967).

_Al our study of student drug usage (Goldstein, Korn, Abel, and Morgan,

1970; Goldstein, 1971) we not only found that use was related, as expected,

to benign perceptions of drug effects (perceptions which were somewhat more

accurate than those of nonusers), but that users of illicit drugs tended to

estimate the percentage of such uf-- ..impus at tte ELLgure of

the "straight students" - those who used not even alcohol - and who', inci-

dentally, estimated the percentage almost perfectly: Perhaps seeing more

usage than there is, is a way to reduce the perceived degree of personal

deviance associated with one's behavior. Of course, the exaggerated descrip-

tions of the dangers of such drugs by their opponents (see discussions in

Goode, 1970; Kaplan, 1970) and by nonusers (Goldstein et al, 1970, 25-26, 57)

are well known.

It is essential that we remember that not all users are in trouble.

That is, if one defines "trouble" as life-disturbance, produced by drug use



or by a use pattern that leads to such disturbance with a high degree of

probability, then most drug use in our society, including the vast majority

of illicit use, does not result in such trouble. The tendency of some in

the medical and other professions, therefore, to define any illicit use as

abuse is not definition based upon effects of use. To be able to help those

in trouble and to prevent others from having such experiences, we need to

know more about those who do get into difficulties as a result of drug use.

The general question for the drug usage motivation researcher is, I submit,

"What is the role of usage in the life of the user?"

In investigations of the meaning of drug use from this point of view,

it mus.t be recognized that the phenothenon of interest is not static. The

meaning of usage differs greatly from culture to culture. For example, Jessor,

Young, Young, and Tesi (1970) found that frequency of alcohol use and drunken-

ness was associated with frustration, dissatisfaction, and ieelings of power-

lessness in a sample of Bostor adole- I7.1ian origin, but not in

ao.6.es,..ents i ,outhern Italy. They conclude that, for their American, but

not for their Italian youth, heavy drinking is e-en as an appropriate way to

respond to personal frustration - especially thax -.?sulting from a failure

to achieve one's goals. We obtained clear differences in usage patterns for

students from various religious and social class backgrounds attending the

same University (Goldstein et al, 1970, 20-24). rlta such as these suggest

that socialization has considerable influence uprn the manner and personal

meaning of drw use. Psychological interpretat s of use from the user's

point of view differ widely with different cult,-Tral backgrounds, and.thus

in1cret7es of the evaluation of drug use by the oarticipants which are based

upon the mere existence of use run the risk of 2-requent1y being erroneous.
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The meaning of usage also changes over time within the same culture

and for the same individuals. Ray (in press) indicates that the President's

position on illicit drug use in our society has shifted from an emphasis on

tough law enforcement in 196G to one also advocating education and under-

standing in 1970. Not only governmental and public opinion, but also the

characteristics of drug users change with time. The first participants in

a deviant behavior are, it is proposed, highly distinguishable from the rest

of the populace. We would expect to find that they are less closely tied to

traditional mores and are more open to and eager for new experience. Not

only do we expect their personality profiles to be distinct from the mass of

adherents who follow them in the successful new trend, but we should also

expect their patterns of usage to be different.

In our study of drug usage by all students at our university in 1968,

we offered respondents 25 different possible reasons for using each of the

17 drugs about which we asked. For marijuana and even for the more exotic

drugs, LSD and mescaline, the exotic reasons offered were usually passed by

in favor of "curiosity" and "to get high, feel good." One surmises that the

first entrants into the unknown utilize elaborate mystical-religious prepara-

tory rituals as socialization vehicles to provide them with positive expecta-

tions and confidence to sustain them in their "risky" endeavor. As usage

expands and experiences are shared such elaborate preparations may come to

be seen as less necessary and shortcuts may be taken; ("Maybe I don't have

to read all of the Tibetan Book of the Dead..."). Sometimes early adherents

will derogate the cheap "body highs" sought by those who forego the ideologi7-

cal context which they used so faithfully to give meaning to their usage.

These trends toward wider use and more routine definitions of use indi-

cate that society generally is becoming less "straight" and that'illioit



drug use is becoming less deviant. As behavior can change attitudes at the

individual level, changes in statistical norms produce changes in the moral

norms of society. Can a majority behavior be deviant in either the statisti-

cal or the moral sense? It can, but those who view it as such are usually

to be found outside of the setting in which the behavior predominates. Thus,

adult drug use, largely alcohol, tends to be looked upon as less deviant than

youthful use of empirically less harmful drugs such as marijuana.

Empirical studies relating personality scales to drug usage are beComing

increasingly abundant. The similarity of findings of studies where compari-

sons can
4
be made is impressive. Thus, several studies utilizing the Califor-

nia Personality Inventory (Iiaagen, 1970; Hogan, Mankin, Conway and Fox, 1970;

Blum, 1969,236-237; Goldstein, et al, 1970) with virtually the same profile

for youthful users of illicit drugs. Further, where comparisons can be made

to other instruments, the conceptual relationships obtained seem to be con-

sistent with the CPI results.

A second type of similarity of findings in drug use, personality studies,

is only recently being discussed (Brehm and Back, 1968; Goldstein, et al.,

1970): patterns of user-nonuser trait differences are very consistent for

a wide variety of drugs and types of users. For example, teenage cigarette

smokers, college student marijuana users, collec& student amphetamine users,

college student drinkers, and Haight-Ashbury multiple drug users all score

lower than nonusers of these drugs on scales assessing satisfaction with self

and higher on scales assessing flexibility. Brehm and Back obtained congruent

data on the relationship of prediliction to use a wide variety of drugs and a

personality battery. They suggest that drug usage motivation may be con-

ceptualized as what may be called an approach-avoidance process. Motivation

towards drug use loaded heavily on a factor they ca4 insecurity, and this
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relationship held across energizers, hallucinogens, opiates, stimulants,

tobacco, intoxicants, sedatives, analgesics and tranquilizers. A factor

labeled Curiosity related significantly only to willingness to use energizers,

hallucinogens and opiates, but not the other substances listed. Such factors

were said to indicate "dissatisfaction or feelings of inadequacy" and these,

coupled with the absence of restraints against self-administered drug use,

predict a willingness to use drugs in general.

Our study dealing with actual usage rather than willingness to use is

supportive of the Brehm and Back findings. In agreement with the other

studies utilizing the CPI we find among-Carnegid=Mellon University freshmen

that those with .any marijuana experience score: especially high on the social

presence and flexibility scales, and especially low on the sense of well

being, reuoTibility, socialization, communality and achievement via confor-

mity scales (Table 1). This pattern would seem to represent a configuration

compatible with the approach-plus-lack-of-avoidance motivation position. When

Table 1 about here

the user-nonuser differences are compared for the other two substances,

amphetamines and liquor, we again find behavioral support for the attitudinal

relationships of Brehm and Back. The scale mean patterns and significance

levels of the comparisons are very similar. There.seems to be a general pre-

diliction to use drugs which has validity across sUbstances. Additional dif-

ferentiation, not yet fully developed, should be able to predict the particular

drugs of preference. Some interesting clinical suggestions of this sort have

been made by Weider and Kaplan (1969) using a personal need model. An inter-

esting 7.10te on.r 4.1-1 Table 1 concerns the-..only reversal of direction



in the 24 scale merns for all three substances: on the power scale of the

AVL we find that liquor users are more concerned with power issues than non-

users, while the reverse is true for amphetamine and marijuana users.

The approach-avoidance model of drug usage motivation is suggested as an

alternative to more elaborate models because it is (.1) more parsimonious, and

(b) it avoids the pejorative labeling inherent in almost all of these other

models. The arguments for parsimony are well-known. The existence of pejora-

tive labeling is not widely recogilized. Such labeling exists within both the

medical ayld the behavioral science literature. One psychiatrist with six years

of experience of treating narcotics addicts prior to becoming director of a

methadone maintenance program in 1969 suggests that the negative labeling is a

result of treatment personnel seeing addicts at their worst; he'reports that

those in methadone maintenance programs probably exhibit no greater incidence

psychopathology than the population at large (Ekstrand, 1971). Behavioral

scientists, like the populace at large, have been socialized to view illicit

drug usage as deviant behavior impelled by pathological motives. This social-

ization produces a subtle ideological bias: given personality data which

indicates differences in user-nonuser personalities there is an enhanced ten-

dency to evaluate the differences as indicative of pathology.

But what of drug abuse? Surely that is not to be denied! It is not, but,

as suggested earlier, abuse is only meaningful in terms of deleterious effects

or of behavior patterns which lead to such effects with a high degree of

probability. Labeling any unauthorized use as abuse is merely circular

reasoning. Further, it may create difficulties in a variety ol ways: a self-

fulfilling prophecy may be set up wherein drug users come to view themselves

9



as "outhws," and disrespect for law in general is engendered. Such labeling

by fiat als) exacerbates the "Drug Problem problem" as Helen Nowlis has called

it (Nowlis, 1969, xii). This refers to all those difficulties created by

societal responses to drug usage rather than by drug effects themselves. The

cost to society of this problem is not readily calculable but it may exceed

the cost of actual drug-induced problems. It includes destroyed trust

between users and nonusers, police and legislative actions with unintended

consequences, and the vast costs entailed in attempts to arrest, prevent and

otherwise discourage certain types of drug use while other types of a more

serious nature do not receive the attention they deserve. A discussion of the

costs of the marijuana laws which developes this point is made by Kaplan(1970).

Resistances to changing the definition of abuse to that of a criterion-depend-

ent state may be due to our reluctance to recognize that many of our "drug

problems" are, in part, a product of our drug control' policies, and of. other

general societal deficiencies.

Motivation to begin and to continue and sustain psychoactive drug use

can be clarified by using the approach-avoidance model. Following Dollard and

Miller's discussion of drug effects (1930, Chap. 23) we should remember that

drug use in some cases may be self-administered therapy designed to remove

unsatisfying personal states. Many of the favored drugs have the effects of

alleviating anxiety; thus, their usage is self-reinforcing. The chemo-therapy

works--at least on a short term basis. Unfortunately, such use may provide

only temporary relief in the absence of an external therapist to use the state

of lowered anxiety to decondition the aversive stimulus situation of its

anxiety-provoking properties. Even temporary relief, however may be seen as
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preferable to no relief. It may be that illicit drug use, while sometimes

creating medical and psychological difficulties, may also be serving for some

as a deterrant to the onset of personality disorders and more serious self-

destructive behavior.

When the plea is made to define dbuse in terms of effects it is acknow-

ledged that these effects may be at the societal as well as at the individual

level. Thus, if widespread marijuana use led to an overall lowering of

national achievement--and it is by no means clear that it would--there would

be justification, in my view, for labeling the general behavior pattern as

abuse even if the effects upon individuals are not vividly destructive. Here

we must recall, however, that Changes in our national motivational patterns

are seen outside of the arena of illicit drug usage as well as within it. The

solution to abuse at the societal level would appear to lie at that level, and

not in ignoring general national trends and in focusing blame on individuals.

Despite widespread beliefs to the contrary most illicit drug use does not

result in obvious deleterious effects to the student user. Our data indicate,

for example, that only 7% of those with use of amphetamines 10 times or more

(outside of medically directed use) have had a disturbing or upsetting experi-

ence with the drug, and that only 1% of those with at least ten exposures to

marijuana, and 4% of the one-time marijuana "tasters" had such experiences

with this drug.

Psychoactive drug effects aro determined by interactions of the charac-

teristics of the agent, the user and the conditions and setting of usage. The

interpretation of these effects, furthermore, is subject to socio-cultural as

well as to psychophysiological determinants. Thus we were not surprised to

11
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find that novice users repor-ced somewhat greater percentages of negative drug

experiences than did the sophisticated users. Among the latter reactions to

drug-induced experiences are flavored by more clearly defined expectations and

greater objective knowledge about the drugs used.

While drug dbuse is but a small part of total illicit drug use, it still

is a significant phenomenon both in terms of the absolute numbers of persons

involved, the trends toards usage at earlier ages, and the extremity of the

reactions in some instances. In order to be able to anticipate which persons

are likely potential dbusers and to increase the effectiveness of therapeutic

interventions zith. actual abusers additional research is needed. I would like

to suggest that a major need is for motivational analyses which empirically

differentiate between the person who uses psychoactive substances without

harm to himself and the person whose use leads to personality disorder, block-

ed self actualization or medical problems. Given the extensiveness of psycho-

active drug use in our society by both adults(Parry, 1968; Mellinger,

Manheimer, and Balter, no date) and youth generally (Berg) 1970) solutions to

drug abuse which aim for abstinance seem foredoomed to failure. Psychoactive

drug use must be fulfilling sUbstantial significant needs to be so widespread.

Furthermore, there are serious, though often unrecognized, constitutional and

moral issues lying beneath the surface of any attempts to impose bans on

psychoactive drug use per.se without regard to the consequences of use in a

given person. The question of the right to pursue happiness chemically will

no doubt stimulate a major debate in the years just ahead.
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Getting High in High School: Tbe iCflflfl of Adolc.nt: Urti in

Characteristics of Drug Users.

Psychoactive drug usc is not an isolated aspect of a user's life,

It is a behavior pattern cloSely related to his sociological and psy-

chological characteristics. The particular configuration differs

somewhat from drug to drug, but it is possible to discover variables

which differentiate users from nonusers. In our study
2
of all students

on our campus we paid particular attention to the freshman class: wo

asked them to fill out anonymous and elaborate background and drug

usage questionnaires and personality and values scales during freshman

orientation. This was during one of their first days on the.campus.

Almost the entire class responded so that we obtained, in effect, data

on the high sChool drug experiences (including those with the most

widely abused drugs, alcohol and tobacco) of.an entire class at an

heterogeneous university. In acmparing our results with those of

other systematic high school.and college studies, we have been impressed

(as have other investigators) with the congruence of the findings:

characteristics of users seem to fit remarkably consistent patterns.

For example, if we compare users with non-users of marijuana, the

following pattern emerges: users are more likely to be from urban or

suburban communities, to have better educated parents, to have a higher

family income, to have come from a Jewish background or one with little

or no emphasis on formal religion rather than from a Catholic background;

to be more liberafpolitically, to prefer the humanities or fine arts to

other academic fields, to believe that marijuana is not.physiologically



addictive and that it toes not lead to use of LSD c,c heroin or cri:.A

activity, to feel that the marijuana laws arc too hirsh, nd to (._,:imutL,

higher numbers of others who have used marijuana, than nonusers. ..0

clear-cut relationships were found between marijuana use and sex of the

person, grades earned in school, and frequency of participation in extra-

curricular activities either on or off the campus.

Usage Patterns, Social Relationships and Attitudes.

Most marijuana users intended to use marijuana again but not LSD

or heroin. Typically, they were introduced to the drug by a close

friend of the same sex and usually had used it with onc or two others

present. Usually marijuana was the 4th or Sth psychoactive substance

used in the respondent's life of the 17 drugs we inquired about. A

sizeable minority of the user's friends also have tried it (among the

freshmen, 23% for the tasters and 42% for other marijuana-only users),

but'a sizeable minority also disapproves (or at least did in 1968):

half of the tasters' friends and a quarter of the marijuana-only users'

friends. The most frequently mentioned reasons for using marijuana

were: "to get high, feel good," "curiosity" (especially for first time

use), and "to explore inner self." Most students found the drug had a

beneficial and not harmful effect or reported that it had no particular

effects, either good or bad. Those studen_s who had decreased or

stopped marijuana usage indicated that they had done this because they

did not desire to continue experiencing its effects (among tasters),

or because of illegality; for tasters a negative personal experience

with the drug was also a reason mentioned by a significant minority.
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Time of Starting.

Among the freshmen, when asked in Sentember 1J, d

beer during their elementary school years, :1% had tried hard liquor,

12-1/2% had tried tobacco, but none had tried marijuana or LSD that

early. During their high school years or immediately after hut b'forc

college, an additional 63% had tried beer, 64% More had tried hard

liquor, 44% more had tried.tobacco, marijuana had been experienced

by 17% and LSD by only slightly more than 2%. When we asRed upper-

classmen and graduate students when they had started using various

drugs, we found that those with more than one marijuana experience

and no other illegal drug use had started their marijuana use as

follows: elementary school 0%, high school or afterwards but before

college 5%, freshman year 24%, sophomore year 26%, junior year 24%,

senior year 6%, after college and/or in graduate school 11%. Users

of stimulants, nar-.otics, hallucinogens, Mbarbiturates, or tranquilizers

who had used at least one of these drugs at least 10 times (and man)' of

whom had also used marijuana, usually before using these drugs) started

as follows: no reply 31%, during elementary school 0%, high school or

immediately afterwards 19%, freshman year 19%, sophomore year 13%,

junior year 7%, senior year 5%, and after college and/or in graduate

school 5%.

Personality and the Causes of Drug Use: Data and Interpretation.

Marijuana, amphetamine, and alcohol users were compared to their

respective nonusers on the 18 scales of the California Psychological

Invento7y and on the six scales of the Allport-Vernon-Lindzey Study of
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Values. Again, the result:1 are ..'cry much in a-cord with

investigators. Users score in the direction of greater p,:)il;c: btit low:

sense of well being, are more non-conforming, more critical, FJorc

plusive, more self-centered, less oriented toward achievement by conform-

ity, more insecure, more pessimistic about their occupational futures,

more disdrganized under stress, more flexible in thinking, more rebel.-

lious toward rules and conventions, more ir:clined toward aesthetic and

socialvalues and less toward economic, political, and religious values

on the Allport-Vernon-Lindzey, than are nonusers. There was no

cant difference on the theoretical scale. It is interesting that the

single difference between users and nonusers which did not appear in

the same direction for these three substances when compared on these

24 scales was a reversal on the political value scale for alcohol users:

they are more concerned with power issues, while marijuana and amphota-
\_.

mine users were less concerned than were nonusers of those drugs.

Immediately a caveat is in order: as drug usage becomes more wide-

spread (the freshmen class went from 18% with any marijuana experience

during the first days on campus to 28% the spring of their first year

at college, to about 45% during the fall of their junior year) the

identification of user characteristics becomes increasingly less reveal-

ing. Personality and other usage explanations focusing on the individ-

ual decrease in importance and an analysis of a general widespread

behavior becomes ever more appropriate to explain usage distributions.

When almost everyone becomes a "user," it becomes less productive to

speak of the special character of the user. We would expect to continue

to find that particular extreme types could be defined, however.
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The causation of usage can include variables at many levels of

analysis. Some with some empirical support include, in addition to

those mentioned already, a history of greater meuication as a ellild

than abstainers - perhaps inducing a."pharmacclogical optimism," politi-

cal disagreement with one's Tarents, and general dissatisfaction with and

lower school morale3
. Others with little or no data gathered as yet, but

which seem worthy of research, include media advertising for psychoactive

drugs, school structure and procedures, and stress. The'data on Land

suggest to me the following as the briefest adequate representation of

usage: one has a desire to change the way he feels. He believes that

drugs can bring about such changes. He is relatively free from re-

straints against using drugs to do this. Finally, a usage opportunity

occurs (or is sought). Note that desiring to alter the way one feels

is in no sense an inherently pathological desire. We all have such

desires and often do use psychoactive drugs as one means of accomplish-

ing this; adults typically use the xanthines (coffee, tea, cola, cocoa),

alcohol, tobacco, tranquilizers, barbiturates, or the amphetamines.

It is possible to argue at great length whether this "desire to

change" motivation is pOsitive" or "negative," whether it is primarily

a desire to move "toward" or "away"-from some new mood or state. It

should be obvious that these motives vary from person to person and

from time to time within the same person. The personality data from

drug-using young people indicates that they have some characteristics

which might be labeled "negative" such as insecurity, pessimism, cynicism,

and alienation from'societal standards. It is necessary, however, to

ask whether it is the individual or the setting in which he find himself

22
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which most bears changing. This is as much cor more) a moral-ethical

issue as it is a scientific or medical one. In some cases the message
is clear; a person is saying literally, "I do not like the way I am
and I want to change myself;" at other times a person is saying, "I do
not like the situation in which I find myself and I want to change my-
self."

The desire to change may not stem from any especially noxious state
of oneself or of one's situation - in fact, it may rarely stem from such

strong motives, since the vast majority of drug mers are able to func-

tion quite well in society. It may stem simply from a desire to feel

better than when in the non-drug state. We must be alert to prejudices
against peeple feeling better by means of drugs; note that the issue is
confused, not clarified, when certain drugs are made illegal while others

are approved for this purpose without medical:or
pharmacological consis-

tency.

Drug Use, Adolescence, and the School.

Immediately there will be concern for the effects of psychoactive
drug usage among the young, especially those in adolescence. Concern is
justified, for data on the role of such usage in the lives of'adolescents

is rare. Some young people, and increasingly more of them, do cause them-
selves serious damage with some psychoactive drugs. In such cases, of

course, medical treatment and even hospitalization may be necessary. In

other cases where the use is not merely recreational, but is a means of

withdrawing from the world or of obtaining
acceptance from peers, it

should be just as clear that the drug itself is not the primary problem.
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Each individual case must be examined on its own merits. Counseling,

a changed curriculum, family therapy, or other intervention may achiovy

what the person wants and needs.

This paper focuses on the high school student. He is experiencing

the historically recent
4
, yet important 5

, and confused stage of adoles-

cence. A primary difficulty is establishing a position in relation to
4

the rest of society while in this ambiguous state which is neither full

childhood-nor full adulthood. A self-concept which is positive with a

coherent identity is difficult to formulate and retain if one does not

have a clear idea of who one is, or if one feels oneself to be a failure.

Charles Silberman's Crisis in the Classroom6 is only the latest in a

series of studies to document the nonproductive and psychologically

destructive nature of much of our educational system today. Ihe expli-

cit message of the high school is often, "You.are mature, responsible,

and an adult." The implicit message contained, however, in close super-

vision and tight rules and regulations is that the student is immature,

irresponsible and not to be trusted.

While I realize that control of students is often a major difficulty,

feel that an important element of the problem - along with the lack of

resources, over-loaded teachers, and other well-known woes of the educa-

tional machinery - is a lack of trust between student and teacher (and

between parent and child). Trust is difficult to establish anywhere,

because before it is offered the recipient must demonstrate trustworthi-

ness, and this he cannot do until he is trusted. This vicious circle is

beSt broken, I believe, by thdse with the status, prestige or power ad-

vantage in an asymmetrical relationship. Once,established, a self-
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fulfilling trust-building, rather than trust-destroying, cycle is started,

and greater maturity is induced: the student can say, "They trust me;

I am a trustworthy person unless I destroy their trust." Many educa-

tional rules prevent the student from learning the consequences of his

own behavior; learning mature control over one's behavior under such

circumstances is difficult.

Many of the popularly used drugs have the effect of reducing anxiet

recognizing that the effect is usually an interaction of the drug's phy-

siological effects, the usage setting and the user's personality and

mood. Thus usage can be self-reinforcing: usage makes one feel better

so that when another anZiety-inducing situation occurs, the person's

probability of using a drug to alleviate it is greater. I would like to

sec if learning could be enhanced and anxiety reduced simultaneously by

non-competitive instructional systems. Research on teenage runaways

suggests that having a success experience at either home, school, or

among one's peers (or at an after school job) is sufficient to hold a

person at home. If none of these are present, then no anchor to home

exists, and the probability of running away is greatly increased 7
. Do

not track systems inherently define certain students as "failures"?8

Why cannot every student compete against his own learning standards-

rather than against his peers so that student cooperation is fostered

rather than inhibited? This Would improve the learning environment so

that every student might be able to define some success experiences of

his own at school. The adolescent drug user, too, may not be obtaining

meaningful succesS experiences from school.

21



The identity
issue seems to me to be with us more than ever. Stu-

dents have increasing difficulty
understanding the nature of their parents'

occup; .ions or, indeed, of almost the entire world of real work in the

society, because
they are kept from it by school attendance and child

labor laws.
Furthermore, it is increasingly

difficult for young people

socialized in a world radically
different from the one in which their

elders were socialized to fe7low the t=,.'itional career
models cf that

9

elder generation..
Given t nany failures of the present educetional

system, these issues are cer-__ainly worily of increased research Our

job as
educators Ls to he1 i7 ,eopIe fulLLl their potentials - a_ they see

them.

Drug Use as a Problem.

A final note on drugs: when a person is obviously
disturbed and

unhappy and uses drugs, it seldom is the case that the drug itself is

his problem. For example, Jessor and his colleagues have found that

frequency of alcohol use and drunkenness was associated with frustration,

dissatisfaction
and powerlessness

in a sample of Boston adolescents of

Italian origin but not in adolescents in southern Italy". They conclude

that, for their American but not their Italian youth, heavy drinking is

seen as an appropriate way to respond to personal
frustration - especially

that resulting
from a failure to achieve one's goals. Cultures differ

in the mcinings that they give to drinking patterns.
Thus it is the

manner and local definition
of use and not the mere fact of use which is

significant in efforts to understand the reasons why an individual uses

a particular drug.



How can we prevent dyug uF.e f7-( 'rr CO:2: 0.,,L uo,-;

11
individual? In addition to spo,j_li:ei help frol-:: the

that students should be encouraged to be their own elnical diagnoti

clan; to be their own first line of defense. The student should pe3'ioli-

cally ask himself, "What is the meaning of uly drug usage; what role doo

it play in my life?" If one finds the question stronly unpleasant, l'nyn

that in itself should be a sign that some ccncern is w=anted,

should also monitor his own drug using behavior, payi:ig particular atien-

tion to actual or'desired chamges in substalce used, anount used, :O./or

circumstances of use. While vsle all enacze in rational_zatiDn, we z .$)

all have continuous and meaningful insights into our own behavior

inclinations. We all can benefit Irom pericdic personal assessment:

the student, the parent, the drug use-2, tie drug ::._searcher, and telle.

educator.

nt.
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